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Detailed stonework — such as this curved sunroom — is a feature of many 
small homes built by Iowa Citian Howard \IofHtt from the 1920s through the 
40s. 1 his Palimpsest explores small houses in the twentieth century from three 
angles — the socio-economic changes behind the move to small houses; the 
stor> of a prolific builder of small rental houses; and personal thoughts on living 
in homes known for their eccentricities.
The Meaning of the Palimpsest
In early times a palimpsest (pal 7implsest) was a parch­
ment or other material from which one or more writings 
had been erased to give room for later records But the 
erasures were not always complete, and so it became the 
fascinating task of scholars not only to translate the later 
records but also to reconstruct the original writings by 
deciphering the dim fragments of letters partly erased 
and partly covered 1>\ subsequent texts
The history of Iowa may be likened to a palimpsest 
which holds the record of successive generations. To 
decipher these records of the past* reconstruct them, and 
tell the stories vv Inch thev contain is the task of those whow
write history.
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Colonel Lobdell’s 
Christmas
What’s a Moffitt? 147
FRONT COVER: Iowa corn 
surrounds the inscription "Pre­
sented to the Battle-Ship Iowa 
by the State of Iowa July 19th 
1897.’ This vase is part of a 
forty-piece silver service pre­
sented to the nation s first sea­
going battleship, the USS 
Iowa. For more on the silver 
service, turn to page 161. 
(Photo by Chuck Greiner)
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Home Is W here the History Is
A three-part look at small, twentieth-century homes in 
one Iowa community — and why they’re important.
Howard Moffitt’s Small Homes and 
Stone Cottages 
by Phil Miller
Frugal and inventive, Howard Moffitt found out 
what worked — and didn’t work — in building 
houses.
The Shift to Small Homes: Moffitt 
Houses in a Local and National Context 
by Jan Nash
Out of the Victorians, into the suburbs.
»Living in a “Moffitt House
16th Century — and Ahead of its Time 
Je ff Schabilion
Affordable Housing and True Artistry 
by Linda Brown-Link
The USS Iowa Silver Service Comes Home 
by William M. Johnson
Shining symbols of Iowa’s stature in the 1890s.
A Tale of Two Christmases at the Algona 
Prisoner-of-War Camp 
by George H. Lobdell
Unexpected events on Christmas Eve.
178 Observations of a POW Camp Commander
“The attitude of these S.S. men was insolent and 
insubordinate.’
189 Index for 1992
Home is where 
the history is
A
X  X  HOUSE is a reflection of its designer 
and builder, of its occupants, and, more gener­
ally, of the culture, time, and place in which it 
was built. In the 1920s a young entrepreneur 
named Howard Moffitt began building small 
rental houses in the university community of 
Iowa City. His houses are neither large nor 
ostentatious, yet they tell an important story — 
how a local builder adapted national trends in 
American housing. It s an entertaining story as 
well, for Howard Moffitt was no ordinary 
builder. Architecturally, the houses may be 
broadly categorized as Period houses.’ 
Locally, they are known as 'Moffitt houses. 
Their enduring appeal — explained by two 
current owners on pages 159 and 160 — attests 
to the effect a structure can have on people and 
on a community.
Historical study and preservation efforts
have often focused on nineteenth-century 
buildings, including elegant Victorians. But 
more modest structures, as well as those built 
in this century, also tell us much about our 
past. Indeed, the Moffitt houses, built just over 
fifty years ago, are now eligible for the National 
Register of Historic Places because of their 
architectural significance on a local level. In 
fact, a cluster of five Moffitt stone cottages is 
currently in the process of being nominated to 
the National Register.
By looking at Moffitt houses from three 
viewpoints — the builder, the historical con­
text, and the occupants — this Palimpsest 
encourages readers to look at their own com­
munities and countryside for similar examples 
of how Iowa’s built environment reflects the 
past.
— The Editor
Side and front views of a Moffitt stone cottage (drawings by Phil Miller).
146 THE PALIMPSEST
H
O
W
 A
R
O
 
F 
M
 
O
FF
 
in
 
R
E
SE
A
R
C
H
 
FI
L
E
S 
(S
M
Sl
)
j v
K
' iH  
& &  .
<3§l
Howard Moffitt’s 
Small Homes and 
Stone Cottages
by Phil Miller
Twenty-two-year-old Howard VfofTitt poses 
jauntily in 1915. Within ten years he would 
begin building small houses — reflecting 
national trends and local needs.
u>
Ho w a r d  f r a n c is  m o f f it twas an energetic and inventive entrepreneur in the Iowa City area in the 1920s and 30s. In many ways, he epitomized the American ideal: 
adventurous and driven to achieve financial 
success. While Moffitt’s quest for success took 
many forms, one of the most enduring is a
series of small Iowa Citv houses that he built.*
These homes, with their quaint, cottage de­
signs, add charm and distinction to the eastern
Iowa community.
✓
Moffitt was a prolific builder, who built at 
least a hundred (some say two hundred) small 
homes in Iowa City. Moffitt was not one to 
keep records, however, and building permits 
and plans have not survived. Interviews with 
his friends and fellow workers have yielded a 
wealth of anecdotal evidence about how he 
built his houses. More has been learned as 
owners doing maintenance on their homes
have uncovered clues about methods and 
materials.
Assessments of Moffitt’s personality suggest 
apparent contradictions that may, on further 
consideration, merely reveal a complex indi­
vidual. Many recall his frugality and frequent 
salvage efforts. Others remember private acts 
of generosity. He worked hard and expected 
others to do so, too. “Howard was slim built 
with a mustache, very dapper in appearance,’ 
recalls Moffitt’s nephew, Bruce Glasgow. “A 
business man, all business, never liked to be 
kidded, always serious.'“ A friend recalls that 
“when he said something it would either be dry 
humor or it meant something. ” Most everyone 
agrees that he was a quiet man who was always 
“on a half run” or “flying low. ” And many agree 
that although he designed and built houses that 
are actually quite similar, there is an appealing 
individuality about them.
Moffitt’s houses reflect his sense of risk and
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COURTESY THOMAS KRJZ
Through the 1920s partners Ray Blakesley and Howard 
Moffitt (in hat) built small, bungalow-type homes.
frugality. They also reveal his eclectic nature in 
choosing elements of various architectural 
trends and in salvaging materials. Built as 
affordable rental properties, the hundred or so 
Moffitt houses remain as the most tangible 
record of Moffitts work and personality.
M OFFITT had no formal training inconstruction or business. Born in Afton, Iowa, in 1893, he moved with his family in 1911 to Oxford, a 
small town in Johnson County, and graduated 
two years later from high school in Iowa City. 
During the next few years, Moffitt s path is 
hard to trace though he earned a bachelor s 
degree in political science, served in the Army 
Air Corps, traveled in Colorado and Wash­
ington, and did brief stints in law school and at 
stores in Waterloo and Iowa City.
w
In the mid-1920s Moffitt purchased a build-
ing in Iowa City. With Moffitt as president and 
partner Ray Blakesley as vice-president, their 
Triangle Auto Supply expanded to eight stores 
in southeastern Iowa by earlv 1927.
The risk and flambovance that would charac- 
terize Moffitt s later work as a local builder 
were already evident when he operated Tri­
angle Auto Supply. He needed a company car 
to travel between stores, so he acquired a Cad­
illac and painted it orange with a big, black 
arrow around it. In the car he would zip from 
town to town, always operating as if he was two 
hours behind schedule. One time the speed 
caught up with him and the road got away from 
him. The orange car shot off the road and into a 
cornfield. Undaunted, Moffitt kept driving, 
turning in a huge circle. Where a moment 
before it had entered the cornfield, the orange 
Cadillac reappeared, exiting the field at a rate 
undiminished by the detour and festooned 
with bits of cornstalks.
IOWA CITY’S lack of affordable and avail­able housing must have, caught Moffitt s eye for opportunity. In the 1920s the need for rental property in the university town 
of 15,000 was critical. Sample checks of 1925 
newspaper ads reveal only a handful of houses 
and apartments for rent. In the mid-1920s, 
Moffitt and his partner Blakesley began build­
ing houses in the Rundell Addition in eastern 
Iowa City. Construction was financed one 
structure at a time. When one house was 
roofed, Moffitt and Blakesley would use that 
house as collateral to borrow two thousand dol­
lars for materials for the next house.
These were small rental houses, affordable 
to build and reasonable to rent. Each had a 
garage, although tenants could also catch the 
streetcar that ran down Rundell Street to 
downtown Iowa City. Most of these houses are 
wood frame, story-and-a-half bungalow struc­
tures, but some have a medieval-style, sharply 
pitched roof over the front garage door (an 
element from the Tudor Revival movement). 
“The single most distinctive element of most oi 
these houses is the massive front or side exte-
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rior chimney,’ comments architectural histo- 
rian Jan Nash. “These chimneys are a vei 
pronTiTT^ntfeature on houses of this small scale. 
Often the widest portion of the chimney con­
tains a decorative checkerboard pattern framed 
in the brickwork. These houses, built be­
tween 1924 and 1930, launched Moffitt’s main 
career as a builder of small homes.
rodeo to area county fairs, often driving the 
livestock along the roadside ditch.
The rodeo may have lightened spirits, but it 
didn t bring Moffitt business. By the following 
spring, many area farmers were selling out 
rather than buying new farm equipment. 
Moffitt and Cross relocated Midwest Equip­
ment and began weekly auctions of used
P H O T O  BY JA N  N ASH
FEW’ AMERICANS were exempt from the Great Depression, and Moffitt was no exception. Gone were the auto sup­ply stores and his most recent en­deavor: raising foxes for their fur on a farm west 
of Mount Vernon. But Moffitt had more ideas.
He converted eight thousand square feet of 
the first floor of the former Iowa City Triangle 
Auto Supply Store into a miniature golf course. 
Iowa’s Most Beautiful Down Town Golf Gar­
den had its grand opening October 11, 1930. 
An ad in the local newspaper billed it as “Some­
thing Different and assured readers that this 
new game “takes no learning, is good exercise 
and a fine social game. The golf course was 
visible through street-level windows. To 
attract customers, the daughter of friend Tom 
Cross played miniature golf as people walked 
by. But this venture failed, too, as the economy 
worsened.
In January 1931, after marrying Anna 
Glasgow, Moffitt announced a new dealership 
of International Harvester’s line of McCor­
mick-Deering farm equipment, in the same 
building that had housed Triangle Auto Supply 
and the Golf Garden. He and partner Tom 
Cross opened Midwest Equipment, promoting 
it with a local showing of the motion picture 
“The Romance of the Reaper, free lunch, 
demonstrations, and boxing matches.
Just as the Great Depression didn t deter 
Moffitt from starting new businesses, it didn t 
deter him from having fun. In the summer of 
1931 he and some friends sponsored a rodeo 
with bronco and trick riding, roping, bulldog- 
ging, and chariot races. To add to the spirit of 
the event, Ray Blakesley tied a set of steer 
horns to the radiator of the family auto. 
Moffitt’s manager, N. J. Alexander, took the
A clipped hip roof line and chimney belie the apparent 
simplicity of this early Moffitt house in the Rundell Addi­
tion. Adaptable to different styles and details, the bun­
galow became a somewhat generic term and was 
championed as “Everyman’s" small house early in this 
century. The Moffitts lived here from 1931 to 1933.
P H O T O  BY MATTHEW J  C A R PEN TER
Howard and Anna Moffitt’s home from 1933 to 1939. 
Hallmarks of many Moffitt houses: sharp, medieval-type 
peak over garage, and prominent chimney.
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machinery, livestock, or anything else they 
could auction off. By late 1932 Midwest Equip­
ment folded. Only their Business of se ling 
lump coal continued.
B Y THE MID-1930S, Moffitt’s finan­ces had apparently stabilized and he turned again to building houses. These houses would reflect his own 
sense of flair and frugality as well as elements of 
a popular architectural style called Cottage 
revival.
Moffitt’s houses, writes Jan Nash, fall 
principally into what is known as Period 
houses, popular styles of the day which refer­
enced European medieval vernacular architec­
ture, as well as early Spanish and East Coast 
Colonial influences from this country.”
w
American architects had been incorporating 
the charming but quirky features of the cottage 
into their designs since the turn of the century. 
During World War I. Americans stationed 
overseas, particularly in the Cotswold area of 
England, were exposed to a variety of cottages. 
The hand-built, medieval appearance of these 
cottages had made a lasting impression on 
Americans.
Period houses were further popularized by 
architectural firms, and scaled-down versions 
were available through house-plan and mail­
order companies. Besides the inherent pic­
turesque qualities, the term cottage” also 
implied informality, and this fit well with 
Americans’ quest for simplified living and 
smaller homes that were easier to care for 
Nash notes that the Small House Service 
Bureau of the United States, Inc. (part of the 
American Institute of Architects) and Herbert 
Hoover s Better Homes Movement "brought a 
sort of national endorsement of small Period 
houses.’ Cottage-style homes were featured 
often in magazines such as House Beautiful and 
American Home, attracting the interest of both 
builders and homeowners.
Opinions vary on how Moffitt designed a 
house. According to several sources, Moffitt 
would pick out a design that he liked from a 
magazine such as House Beautiful or American 
Home, and then alter it to achieve the look he
PHOTO By MATTHEW J  OflPEWTE*
Here. Moffitt laid shingles in a thatch pattern, and used 
the ends of bricks for texture, window, and garage trim.
wanted. Nephew Bruce Glasgow, who worked 
on his construction crew in 1939, recalls that 
Howard’s wife, Anna, also influenced the 
designs. According to Jan Nash, a renter 
named Eleanor Hageboeck also was a collab­
orator. W ith a background in art history, she 
worked with Moffitt for the pure creative 
enjoyment of it, Nash writes. “Moffitt would
come to her with a lot in mind and say, TV hat
¥
are we going to do here? and Mrs. Hageboeck 
would work out floorplans and interior designs 
for the site.”
According to Nash, Moffitt once asked Iowa 
City builder Hugh Dunlap, who had been aca­
demically trained, to design some house 
dans. Dunlap did, but Moffitt rejected them 
Decause they were too expensive.
Another possible collaborator was Moffitt s 
head carpenter, Jesse Baker (who, according to 
one source, had pretty much all the ideas 
and Moffitt (who "was kind of a genius ). An 
electrician, Nate Moore, recalled that Moffitt 
had good plans, actually they were pictures 
from magazines. He would show them to Jesse 
Baker and he would start in. He had a lot of 
pictures and they would change things, to 
make them interesting and appealing.
As a builder during the depression, Moffitt 
had an abundance of inexpensive labor. Moffitt 
employed both experienced and unskilled 
workers. Some sav he hired anyone who 
wanted a job, sometimes going into a bar to 
hire men, assigning them the job of carpenter
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or mason for twelve dollars a week. For a dollar 
a dav Moffitt also hired men off the street or 
men working for the W.P.A. By one account 
Moffitt paid workers with tokens redeemable 
at an area grocery store (perhaps his sister’s).
If labor was cheap, materials were often 
expensive and in short supply. Many stories 
surround Moffitt’s somewhat unorthodox con­
struction techniques and materials, at least by 
today’s standards. Moffitt was not afraid to con­
sider alternatives, especially if he could either 
save or make money. For instance, he was 
known to go to a local dumpsite and pick up 
glass bottles to add to concrete for building 
foundations. This, of course, extended the con­
crete, as did pieces of brick and small stones.
MOFFITT frequently traded or bar­tered for goods and services. In the Twenties, he and his partner Blakesley had sometimes offered 
special deals on cars in exchange for labor on 
the Rundell Street houses. In 1928 he traded a 
used Chevrolet for a team of horses with har­
nesses so that he no longer would have to con­
tract out the digging of basements.
Moffitt tore apart old barns and other struc­
tures to salvage the wood, bricks, stone, and, in 
some cases, nails. One house was built of 80 
percent salvaged lumber, and — the story goes 
— every nail first had to be straightened. The 
timber used to frame a house at 431 Rundell in 
1937 was full-measurement lumber, available 
in the nineteenth century but not in the 1930s. 
Once he was stopped from using old sheet- 
steel boiler flues as sewer pipe.
The entire structural framing of many 
Moffitt houses consisted of rough-cut, un­
cured, native lumber from local saw'mills. 
Moffitt also salvaged sections of streetcar track 
or train rail to use as supports. In some houses, 
Moffitt used three- or four-inch thick bridge 
planks for subflooring.
By 1939 Moffitt had departed from wood and 
plaster lath and used "rocklath manufactured 
by the United States Gypsum Company. As 
Moffitt’s crew' nailed the 8 X U/2 foot panels 
into place, workers shoveled truckloads of
PHOTO BY JAN NASH
Turned-up roof lines mimic European cottages.
coarse sawdust into the walls as insulation. 
American builders had only started to use 
insulation in the 1920s, and House Beautiful 
and American Home advertised cork sheets 
and rock wool for insulation. Moffitt may 
have used sawdust because it had been a com­
mon insulator in ice houses.
Frugality and inventiveness aside, not all of 
Moffitt’s experiments proved to be successful. 
Once he proposed using corrugated cardboard 
as lathing on the walls of one house. Against the 
advice of his plasterer, w'ho warned that the 
cardboard would soak up water from the plas­
ter, Moffitt had the cardboard nailed to the 
studding in a closet. The plasterer admitted 
that he had never tried corrugated cardboard 
and that it was Moffitt’s money at stake, not his. 
That settled, the plasterer applied the first 
layer of plaster and left. Later the two men 
returned to find the cardboard in a soggy heap, 
unable to bear the weight of solidifying plaster. 
Unfazed, Moffitt commented, Well, now we 
know that won’t work.
His failures did not always show up so 
quickly. On one cold winter day, the electri­
cians in a nearly completed house w'ere trying 
to wire it. To warm up the house, they 
gathered scraps of w ood and made a fire in the 
fireplace. Shortly the temperature was more 
tolerable. As the room warmed up, however, 
beams of light pierced the darkness around the 
fireplace as the frozen ground under it thawed 
and the whole thing started to separate from 
the walls. Similar accounts of separating house
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parts (including one garage) have been 
reported.
MO FFITrS creativity and frugalityled him to use salvaged or local materials as architectural features. The Flem ish-influenced brick dwelling from 1937 at 713 Seventh Avenue is a 
wonderful example. Twenty-seven chair backs 
were used to make a sculptured trim at the 
eave across the front, and an additional twenty- 
five decorate the back of the dwelling. For 
other houses, bricks with patterns and frac­
tured limestone may have been salvaged from 
two Iowa Citv schools that were demolished.
Eleven of his houses built between 1938 and 
1941 incorporate corner windows or curved 
sunrooms, elements of the cubist-inspired 
International Style that more often resulted in 
sleek, streamlined structures. The Interna­
tional Style appeared in mainstream peri­
odicals such as House Beautiful in the late
Thirties, and the eclectic Moffitt may have got­
ten the idea there.
Although at least eighteen basic designs 
were used over the quarter century of Moffitt s 
home construction, with adjustments fre­
quently made to fit a given location, just seven 
designs were used during a six-year period of 
his most elaborate work. Beginning in 1935 
Moffitt repeatedly used a mixture of architec­
tural elements, including a Flemish concave 
roof, and turned-up ends of the roof line that 
mimic the thatched-roof ridge cap used in Eng­
lish, French, Belgian, and Scandinavian cot­
tages. Using cedar shingles in a thatch pattern 
reinforced the overall image of the cottage.
In late 1938 or early 1939, Moffitt purchased 
on contract a narrow wedge of land on the 
diagonally running Muscatine Avenue, backed 
bv Ralston Creek; on it he would nestle fivey
stone cottages, each totally different from the 
others. One of these houses sports an unusual 
convex-curved roof. (The curve is similar to the 
“rainbow roof of early Cape Cod cottages.) On
P H O T O  BY PH IL M ILLER H O W A R D  F M O FFITT R E SE A R C H  FILES |S F 6
Just visible under the eaves, the row of shallow scallops is actually made from the uppermost part of chair hacks. Moffitt 
often used salvaged materials for architectural details.
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PHOTO BY MATTHEW J  CARPENTER
This 1938 home departs from MofTitt's cottage look and 
hints at the International Style’s clean, open lines.
this Moffitt house, the convex-shaped, 
hipped roof and a wood-shingle pattern create 
an especially strong appearance of a thatched 
roof.
“All the distinctive Moffitt elements — the 
conduction methods, the scavenged materials, 
the picturesque house form, the ornamenta­
tion — come together in this cluster of five 
houses,” comments Jan Nash. Tied together 
through their shared stone cladding, the cot­
tages exhibit for the observant passerby a va­
riety of masonry techniques much like the dis­
play case of a merchant. What at first glance 
appears to be a random collection of odd-sized 
stones, is actually quite logically organized. 
One house is covered with the smallest pieces 
of limestone; another uses uniformly larger and 
more angular pieces; in yet another a strong 
rhythm is set up between narrow', elongated 
stones, and larger squarish pieces.
G IVEN Mofhtts bent for construc­tion shortcuts and salvaged ma­terials, one might ask, Why would he bother with time-consuming 
and labor-intensive details for small rental 
houses? Why would he take on the extra time 
and expense of building a convex roof, or 
corner windows, or different levels for each 
room in a home (a characteristic of the dwell­
ings from 1937 and 1938)?
The answer is not easy to come by—and it
PHOTO BY PHIL MILLER. HOWARD F MOFFITT RESEARCH FILES (SHSO
Another 1938 house shows Moflitt’s continued use of 
stone, steeply pitched roofs, and dominant chimney.
does not appear that Moffitt ever articulated 
his reasons. Perhaps it was his willingness to 
take risks. Jake Wegmuller, an employee in the 
auto business, tells the story of when Moffitt 
asked him to rush-deliver a car from Wisconsin 
to Iow a City, and then immediately another car 
to Des Moines. Exhausted, Wegmuller braved 
rain and mud roads, and fought to stay awake. 
Just as he approached Des Moines, he fell 
asleep and side-swiped another car. When he 
reported to Moffitt that he had wrecked two 
cars, Moffitt replied, “Well, if you don’t do any
P H O T O  0Y  JA N  NASH
In 1939/40 Moffitt built a row of five stone cottages, each 
with distinctive and labor-intensive stonework. Above, 
an example.
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One of the five stone cottages has a convex roof, suggesting thatch. The author lived in this home.
driving, you don’t have any wrecks.
Although Moffitt was willing to risk experi­
menting with unconventional or salvaged 
materials, he seemed to have a vision in mind 
of how each house should look. According to
one construction worker who vividly recalled¥
working on a house on Yewell Street, construc­
tion was nearly completed but the house did 
not match how Moffitt had envisioned it. The 
crew kept making changes until it suited him.
Pe r h a p s  as e a r l y  as 1929Howard Moffitt had spoken of buying land in Texas for citrus groves and a housing project. Sometime after 1936 Moffitt s friend and partner Tom Cross pur­
chased five acres of orange groves from Lloyd 
Bentsen (father of Senator Lloyd Bentsen, Jr.), 
and Elmer Bentsen, who had come to Iowa 
looking for investors. Cross tried to inter­
est Moffitt in this land investment, too. Lil­
lian Cross Davis remembered, “Dad asked
Howard [Moffitt] to come with him to the \al­
ley to take a look but he always replied that he 
was too busy building homes. Eventually 
Moffitt traveled to Texas with Cross in 1938 
and decided to join him in the business.
Initially, Moffitt and Cross worked for the 
Bentsen brothers, showing eastern Iowans the 
citrus groves of the Rio Grande Valley. W ar- 
time rationing of gasoline and automobile tires, 
however, ended the trips for potential inves­
tors.
With the war also came rent controls. In 
Iowa City Moffitt had rented each house for 
forty -five to fifty dollars a month. Compared to 
a sample of rental listings in the local paper for 
1942 and 1943, Moffitt s rental rates, although 
not out of line, were high. Nevertheless, 
Moffitt went to Des Moines and requested a
rent increase to fiftv-five dollars a month. The¥
request was refused.
Feeling locked into the property, Moffitt put 
every one of his homes up for sale. In that 
decade, Howard and Anna Moffitt held title on 
seventy-eight houses sold on contract, mainly
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to their tenants. Buyers paid Moffitt 6 percent 
interest and monthly payments — of fifty-five 
dollars.
Moffitt closed his coal Business and moved to 
McAllen, Texas, in 1943. The Bentsens sold 
Moffitt and Cross thirteen hundred acres of 
brush land in the upper north end of the Bio 
Grande Valley. Moffitt and Cross would have 
Mexican water rights from the Falcon Reser­
voir, which was to be created by damming the 
Rio Grande River. The partners began to clear 
land and dig a network of irrigation troughs for 
their orange and grapefruit saplings. They sold 
ten-acre parcels of these new orchards for six 
thousand dollars each.
Moffitt also planned a new town, Citrus 
City,” on a portion of this land. A plat map was 
drawn up with three hundred lots available. 
Some of these were sold. Just as Moffitt had 
done in Iowa Citv, he constructed stone houses 
on seven or eight lots.
This time, however, Moffitt s luck ran dry. 
Additional irrigation trenches were not com­
pleted on time. Faced with this calamity, the 
two men tried to truck in water to keep the fruit 
trees alive, but thev lacked sufficient w^ ater 
rights. They had to use run-off water from 
other irrigation systems. Perhaps the men
\ ines frame a salvaged window in an exterior wall. For 
another view of this home, see page 159.
PHOTO BY PHIL MILLER, HOW ARO F MOFFITT RESEARCH FILES (SMS!)
Moffitt bought this house, added wings and a brick exte­
rior (using the header ends of the brick for texture and 
trim). The MoPfitts lived here in the 1940s.
were unaware of the elevated saline content of 
the water; soon some of the young trees began 
to die. Others eventually bore fruit, but after a 
disastrous frost Moffitt decided to give up mar­
keting orchards. His dream of the new town of 
Citrus City abruptly ended after a chimney 
from one of the houses fell over and killed a 
small child.
D
ESPITE their move to Texas, the 
Moffitts had kept their home in 
Iowa City and continued to build a 
few houses each year until 1949. 
Although the houses from the 1940s have some 
of the architectural elements of Moffitt s pre­
vious houses, the designs are much simpler 
and lack the visual vitality of the earlier, more 
labor-intensive building projects he had more 
closely supervised.
Meamvhile Moffitt houses in Iowa Citv con-
w
tinued to fill housing needs. Returning GIs 
looked for housing through federally guaran­
teed loans. Iowa City surgeon Lewis January 
remembers that when he returned from World
War II in 1946, Moffitt s houses in Iowa Citv0
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were a godsend because they were affordable 
and could be purchased on contract.
As a university town, Iowa City had addi- 
tional housing needs. Former university presi­
dent Howard Bowen and his wife rented a 
Moffitt house for a year or two after a trip 
abroad. "We enjoyed living in it and thought it 
was a bargain, ’ said Bowen. I often remarked 
to friends that Mr Moffitt w'as indeed a bene­
factor to those of us who were fortunate enough 
to rent his houses — and that he was indeed a
benefactor to the University as a whole bv/ ¥
supplying low-cost but habitable homes for 
young faculty.”
Howard Moffitt remained active until his 
death at eighty-nine in McAllen, Texas on 
November 25, 1982. The homes he built in
Iowa Citv reflect American architectural¥
trends of the 1920s, 30s, and 40s and his own 
vision, set within the context of local commu­
nity needs.
Today, when someone refers to a “Moffitt 
house, most Iowa Citians can immediately 
visualize these characteristic small homes.
Thev are favorites for renters and owners. The
¥
vital essence of a Moffitt house — what makes it 
so attractive — is the interplay between the 
intimate scale of the interior and exterior, and 
between the structure’s shape and texture and 
the shapes and textures that occur in nature. 
These small gems, with their inventive designs 
built to a comfortable human scale, continue to 
lend an invaluable charm and sense of the past 
to the Iowa City landscape. □
Moffitt Houses 
in a Local and 
National Context
by Jan Nash
IT IS NO MYSTERY why Howard Moffitt went into the business of building small rental houses, when one considers the local context of a college town and national context of changing socio-economic 
conditions. The presence of the University ol 
Iowa in Iowa City had, and continues to have, a 
profound effect on residential property use. 
There is a ready need for rental housing be­
cause married students and the young faculty 
and staff with families represent a dynamic and 
transient housing market with limited financial 
resources. According to local historian Irving
Built by Moffitt in the Rundeli Addition, this small home 
has a Craftsman feature of exposed rafters (on dormer 
and porch). Moffitt houses often included a garage (many 
have been converted to living space).
NOTE ON SOURCES
The author thanks James Moffitt, Robert Blakesley, Doris 
and Bob Kriz, Howard Bowen, Olie Cross. Lillian Davis, 
Fred Gartzke, Herbert Gartzke, Bruce Glasgow, Patricia 
Dolph, Daisy James, Sadie Specht, Jake Wegmuller, Kite 
Knowling, Jr , Lewis January, and many others for inter­
views and nhotoeraphs. and Sandra Bolton and Julia Kell- 
man for editorial assistance Other sources include Iowa 
City Press Citizen; Iowa City city directory; City of Iowa 
City Citv Assessor's Office; National Personnel Records 
Center, Military Personnel Records, St Louis, Missouri; 
University of Iowa Alumni Association and Registration 
Office, and Jan Nash
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Weber, students at the University oflowa have 
been housed as boarders in private homes, in 
rooming houses, in dormitories (after 1913/15), 
and in sorority and fraternity houses. Married 
students were unusual before World War I. 
Apartment building did not become an estab­
lished building tradition in Iowa City until the 
1960s, when the new-construction orientation 
of urban renewal was strongest. The relatively 
stable economy created by the university 
attracts supporting retail businesses and pro­
fessionals and infuses the community with 
additional new faces and families.
The university’s influence on the housing 
market in Iowa City was especially strong dur­
ing the tenure of university president Walter 
Jessup (1916 to 1934), the period during which 
Moffitt built many of his houses. Jessup orches­
trated the university’s expansion, including 
several new departments and colleges, con­
struction of thirty-three new buildings, and 
rising student enrollment (from 3,300 in 1916 
to 10,000 in the Thirties).
N ationwide the country' was experi­encing a severe housing shortage, publicly acknowledged by Secre­tary of Commerce H erbert Hoover in 1920 when he wrote: I am con­
vinced that this country is short fully a million 
houses.” Hoover blamed this situation on a 
prewar population increase of a million new' 
families, and a wartime diversion of labor and 
materials away from home building. Failure of 
postwar construction to recover and meet the 
demand was the fault, he believed, of those in 
the building trades — both suppliers of mate­
rials and labor — who increased prices and 
wages unfairly. Builders were thus inhibited 
from building even if they could afford the high 
cost.
Today the great demand for housing in the 
1920s is understood more broadly in terms of 
changing family customs and ideas about 
single-family home ownership. During the 
Victorian period, family life was more pre­
scribed, and those families that could afford it 
lived in large homes filled with relatively small
rooms. Specific functions were assigned to 
domestic space; the formal front parlor, for 
example, was reserved for receiving guests 
while the family relaxed in a rear parlor; the 
front porch and yard were both family and
public space, while the rear yard was a service 
area. The basement of a large nineteenth-cen­
tury home was the industrial center of domes­
tic life, and architectural plans often label the 
functions of these basement spaces. Separate 
rooms were earmarked for washing clothes, 
line-drying laundry, canning fruits and vegeta­
bles, storing garden produce, housing the fur­
nace, and storing coal.
Non-rural Victorian families of more modest 
means lived more often in rented quarters — 
apartment buildings and tenements; small 
houses; and rooms or apartments within large 
houses. When a young couple married, they 
ight choose to live with parents for the first 
few' years of their marriage, or rent an apart­
ment if they lived in an urban area. If finan­
cially able, the parents might build the couple a 
house, often smaller and located next door or 
on land nearby.
IN \ HE EARLY twentieth century, how­ever, relaxed social standards and rising incomes dictated a new kind of housing. The post-Victorian family of the early twentieth century was more informal and did 
not seek large houses with public and private 
spaces. Likewise, women were allowed and 
expected to broaden their interests beyond the 
realm of the home. The burden of running a
Victorian families that could 
afford it lived in large homes 
with relatively small rooms. 
Specific functions were 
assigned to domestic space.
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large, complicated home seemed antiquated in 
a time of rapidly developing household tech­
nologies. Also, largely as a result of late- 
nineteenth-century reformers’ activities aimed 
at improving the health and standard of living 
for urban tenement dwellers, the tenements 
became equated with poor health, and 
crowded, unsanitary conditions. The big and 
aging Victorian houses also became tainted as 
unhealthy, poorly ventilated, and filled with 
sewer gas and other foul airs.
At the same time, the goal of home 
ownership had become deeply embedded in 
the American psyche by the 1920s. Owning a 
home was a secure investment for the future 
and the fruit of the American dream. It was 
democracy in action. Urban tenement living 
was associated with an ethnic, immigrant past. 
To move out of the rented flats and tenements 
was to move ahead. An expanding middle class 
with rising income levels could buy or build 
homes for less than $3000 through mail-order 
companies like Aladdin Company, and Sears, 
Roebuck and Co. New homes in the new sub­
urbs became the American ideal. The best ofall 
worlds was the small home, usually defined as a 
three- to six-room structure, snug and compact
By the 1920s, the best of all 
worlds was the small home, a 
three- to six-room structure, 
snug and compact appearing 
on the exterior. It was afford­
able, efficient, and healthy.
appearing on the exterior. Interiors often in- 
c uded built-ins such as a breakfast nook. Small 
homes were affordable, efficient, and healthy.
Use of the term “small home in the early 
twentieth century is somewhat confusing. It 
did not always means simply small-scale, or a 
limited number of rooms. In fact, rather large 
homes were often touted by their builders and 
designers as “small homes.’ Their use of the 
popular terminology — whether it applied to
actual size or not — probably reflected the
sales tactics necessary to market houses to a
0
buying public that had rejected the large Vic­
torian home. The rental houses built bv
0
Moffitt, however, were truly homes small in
size.
H
OWARD MOFFITT began his
building career during this time of 
a severe national housing short­
age, major expansion at the Uni­
versity of Iowa, and rising popularity of small 
homes for the expanding middle class. While 
other builders in Iowa City responded to the 
demand for new owner-occupied houses, 
Howard Moffitt saw and responded to the need 
for rental houses. In this college town, some 
families could not afford to build to own; others 
were too transient to own a home; and others, 
with prospects for relatively swift and certain 
economic improvement (new faculty mem­
bers, for example), rented until they could 
build larger, more prestigious homes.
Moffitt was not only sensitive to what market 
he could serve in Iowa City, he understood 
what image appealed to his renters. While the 
small houses Moffitt built w'ere rooted in the 
popular styles of the day, the eccentric spin he 
put on them may have found an especially 
appreciative audience in the university com­
munity. He built bungalows with Craftsman 
styling, and Period houses in Tudor Revival, 
Colonial, Spanish Colonial, and English and 
European vernacular styles. Snug, cozy, 
charming — all terms originally applied to the 
ideal small houses of the Twenties and Thirties 
— stdl describe Moffitt houses. O
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- / — -------------------------------------------This material was adapted from i multiple property
description f o n t l  prepared by Jan Nash under contract
with the State Historical Society o f  Iowa
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Living in a “Moffitt House”
16th Century — and 
Ahead of its Time by Jeff Schabilion
FOR ME, the nicest part of 
living in one of Moffitt’s stone 
cottages has been that it is the 
kind of house that strongly 
appeals to many people s 
curiosity and imagination — and 
I enjoy sharing in their wonder. I 
remember on one Halloween 
overhearing a four-year-old 
dressed in a witch’s costume 
loudly inform her parents that 
she would not go up to my door 
trick-or-treating because she was 
certain that a real witch must live 
there. Then there was the time 
one spring evening when a
young couple, walking by arm in 
arm, stopped to admire the 
garden and jokingly commented 
that the house looked like it 
should have a brass plaque on it 
reading Home of Shakespeare’s 
Grandmother. Or the time I 
answered a knock at the door to 
find a retired art historian who 
proceeded to introduce himself 
and deliver an impromptu 
lecture on how the house was an 
architectural gem incorporating 
features from sixteenth-centurv 
Cotswold vernacular, nineteenth- 
century English Picturesque, and
Nine interior levels add visual space to this small stone Moffitt house. Continuing Moffitt’s labor-intensive style, current 
owner Jeff Schabilion has added the stonework in the front yard. He describes his home on these pages. See page 155 for 
another view of the house.
Homeowners 
tell us about 
their quaint 
and quirky 
Moffitt 
houses.
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the twentieth-century Arts and
0
Crafts Movement, et cetera, et 
cetera. Now you’ve got to admit 
that there aren t manv houses 
around that can singlehandedly 
evoke fear, humor, and scholarly 
admiration from passersby.
The interior of my Moffitt 
stone cottage seems larger than 
the exterior suggests, because 
the rooms are arranged on so 
many different levels (nine levels 
if vou include the attic, 
basement, and cellar). Although
manv of the rooms are rather
0
small, they seem larger because 
they borrow visual space by 
opening into adjoining rooms and 
staircases. The inclusion of 
unusual architectural features
throughout the house, along with 
special rooms such as the 
dungeon-like cellar and a 
"secret room that is entered 
through what looks like a linen 
closet door, all help make the 
interior especially memorable.
Although many of Howard 
Moffitt’s construction practices
were initially considered0
unorthodox and controversial, it’s 
interesting to note that some of 
them have present-day 
counterparts and supporters. 
Advocates of recycling should be 
pleased to learn that salvaged 
lumber, bricks, foundation 
stones, windows, and doors were 
regularly used in constructing 
the cottages. In some cases
energy conservation was 
enhanced by insulating walls and 
attics with sawdust. Passive 
cooling and solar heating were 
facilitated in those houses built 
into hillsides or with thick stone 
walls or poured concrete floors. 
Even Moffitt s practice of using 
railroad or trolley car rails to 
support joists seems less bizarre 
when viewed from the 
perspective of the subsequent 
widespread use of steel T- and 1- 
beams in the construction of
ranch-stvle houses. In manv0 0
ways Moffitt’s cottages are 
unique blends incorporating the 
best of both old and new.
Affordable Housing and 
True Artistry
W HEN 1 go walking in Iowa 
City, I often choose the 
neighborhoods with quirky,
kitschv Moffitt houses. These
0
mystical dwellings look as if 
Germanic elves constructed 
houses for Irish pixies, and 
tucked them away among homes 
where normal folk live. It s this 
incongruity of these European- 
cottage-inspired homes that 
completes their charm. In 
England or France, each would 
be just another picturesque 
abode among so many. In Iowa, 
however, they fascinate 
passersby, demand attention, 
and inspire imaginings of faraway 
places and times. Just one 
Moffitt original can transform a 
whole block into an other­
worldly realm.
I first experienced a Moffitt 
years ago and thought that it was 
the type of place where I 
belonged — a home for the 
eccentric-at-heart who loves the 
old and unique but must do so 
on a budget. Thus I had been
by Linda Brown-Link
hooked long before a realtors 
sign appeared in front of one of 
Moffitt’s most funky creations. 
The day we signed the final 
papers was when my own 
personal version of the American 
dream came true.
Coincidentally after moving
into mv house, I discovered that
0
Howard Moffitt, the eccentric 
builder who died in 1982, was 
my cousin. This connection 
delights me, and I occasionally 
talk to Cousin Howie (as I like to 
think of him) in both appreciative 
and derogatory tones. These 
communications become good- 
natured curses when resolving 
mysterious plumbing techniques, 
re-wiring dangerous electrical 
connections, jacking up sagging 
floors, or negotiating a roof with 
a 65-degree pitch. I bemusedly 
tolerate these and other 
inconveniences because it is all a 
part of the Moffitt experience of 
genuine comfort tempered by 
questionable construction 
techniques.
Surprisingly to most visitors, 
the interior lacks the rich 
woodwork and other Anglo 
trappings that one would expect, 
judging from its bit-of-old- 
England facade. Yet. the simple, 
rough-plastered walls, plain oak 
floors, sparse milKvork, and 
bungalow layout provide me and 
my dog with perfect cottage 
coziness. The interior, like the 
exterior, is another testament to 
the positive manner in which 
Moffitt s thriftiness and ingenuity 
melded with the designer s eye 
for style. In other words, cheap 
can be attractive when done with 
the right balance of flair, 
salvager’s mentality, and tasteful 
restraint. The important lesson 
being that affordable housing 
does not have to mean look-alike 
boxes, and can even mean true 
artistry. I thank Cousin Howie 
for this contribution to local 
color, and for providing me with 
a home suited to my sense of 
identitv.
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The
USS Iowa Silver Service
Comes Home
by William M. Johnson
A GLEAMING, heavily ornamented silver service now on display at the State Historical Building can he seen as a symbol of Iowa’s stature in the late 1890s. Just as Iowa motifs were woven 
into the designs on the silver, the midwestern 
state oflowa played a continuing and important 
role in national events.
In 1896 Iowa could look back with pride on 
fifty years of statehood. Prairies and wetlands 
were now family farms and thriving cities. 
Iowa’s soldiers and officers had fought during a 
trying civil war, and Iowan Annie Witten- 
myer s relief work for soldiers and orphans had 
I been a national example of compassion. Iowans 
had stirred the nation s conscience through 
their leadership in the suffrage and tem­
perance movements. Iowa had provided two 
secretaries of war, two secretaries of the inte­
rior, as well as a postmaster general — and 
would provide the secretary’ of agriculture in 
1897 and the Speaker of the House in 1899. 
Senator William Boyd Allison from DubuqueÎheld substantial power in Congress. And now, the name of the nation s first seagoing bat­tleship would be the USS Iowa.In the decades following the Civil War, naval 
confrontations with the British in the Hawaiian 
Islands and the Bering Sea, and with Germany 
over the Samoan Islands and in Chilean ports, 
had underscored the need for a stronger U.S.
fleet. By 1896 the navy had commissioned sev­
eral battleships— the USS Texas, Maine, Indi­
ana, Massachusetts, and Oregon. Although 
these floating fortresses protected our shores, 
the USS Iowa, commissioned in 1896, would 
be the first seagoing battleship because of an 
additional forward deck. This deck provided 
more coal storage (which meant the ship could 
travel farther without refueling), and raised the 
forward set of twelve-inch guns above storm 
waves. The deck also added space to the crew 
quarters.
The 26th Iowa General Assembly responded 
to the naming of the ship by authorizing the 
Executive Council to provide a proper recog­
nition of the battleship Iowa and appropriat­
ing $5,000 for that purpose. The Philadelphia 
firm J. E. Caldwell & Co. was contracted to 
provide a service of silver.
The custom of presenting silver to officers 
and ships stretched back to the American Rev­
olution, when the city of Boston gave a tea 
serv ice to the builder of the USS Boston and 
USS Constitution. By the 1890s the tradition 
included the navy’s new armored cruisers and 
battleships. States and cities that were honored 
by battleships and cruisers bearing their names 
responded with gifts ranging from an indi­
vidual decorative tray to a massive dinner ser­
vice of more than two hundred pieces. Iowa’s 
approach — to give an elaborate silver service
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— was similar to those of Pennsylvania, 
Nebraska, and Minneapolis.
The design of Iowa’s silver service combines 
traditional images of the sea — dolphins, 
waves, seashells, and the seal of the Navy 
Department — with symbols of Iowa — ears of 
corn, the wild rose, and the Great Seal of the 
State of Iowa. (In fact, use of the wild rose in 
the design led to a joint resolution by the Iowa 
General Assembly in 1897 to designate the 
wild rose as the state flower.) Fashioned out of 
2,100 ounces of sterling silver, the sen ice com­
prises forty pieces.
When the USS Iowa was commissioned in
July 1897, the silver sen ice was ceremonioush 
presented to the Navy Department, which 
lolds title to it. It is used for official dinners and 
presentations, but is not kept on board during 
combat. The silver has “served’ on four differ­
ent ships. Whenever its ship has been decom­
missioned, the sen ice has returned to the state 
of Iowa on loan.
Today, the USS Iowa silver sen ice com­
mands visitors’ attention in the atrium of the 
State Historical Building in Des Moines. On 
these pages, enjoy a close-up look at some ol 
the pieces of the silver sen ice — an elegant 
and official portrayal of Iowa in the 1890s.
On the punch bowl, the national symbol of the bald eagle spreads its wings among ears of corn and over the Great Seal of 
the State of Iowa. Below the large scallop shell is the punch bowl’s base, edged by tinier seashells. The two pieces weigh 
I63/< pounds.
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Three figures from territorial Iowa are etched on the water pitcher. A man 
in buckskin, his son, and a Native American replicate the pioneer statuary 
erected about the same time on the west end of the capitol grounds in Des 
Moines. (The pitcher’s handle is not visible here.)
WINTER 1992
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A graceful coffee server also bears the Great Seal of Iowa. The complete silver service has forty pieces, including the 
punch bowl and base; the centerpiece; soup tureen and ladle; a fish dish and carvers; dishes for meat, entrées, salad, and 
vegetables; gravy boats; salad servers; salver; bread trays; butter dishes; compotes; water pitcher; coffee pots; sugar 
bowls; creamers; and bon bon dishes.
A wild rose blossom, buds, and leaves grace the ends of each 
serving utensil, and ears of corn form the stem. On the reverse 
side (see fork), the back of the wild rose, and the cornstalk and 
tassels are visible. Hoots trail down to the tines of the fork and the 
blade of the fish knife.
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The most ornate component of the silver service is the centerpiece. As these close-up pho­
tographs show, four etchings on the centerpiece’s shallow fruit bowl depict (clockwise from top 
right) the USS Iowa battleship; the Iowa capitol in Des Moines; a covered w'agon pulled by 
oxen; and Fort Madison. 1808-1812. Note the surrounding motifs in relief: a wild rose above 
the fort, an eagle on the end, and a pair of dolphins forming the legs of the shallow bowl. For a 
complete view of the centerpiece, turn the page.
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NOTE ON SOURCES
The author acknowledges the special assistance of J. E. 
Caldwell and Company (Philadelphia, PA); Gorham Man­
ufacturing Company (Providence, RI); and Gwendalynn 
Kelso of The Rampart Lion (Washington, DC). For more 
on the USS Iowa, see the Iowa Historical Record (nos. 3, 
4, 1898); The Annals of Iowa (no. 9, 1901; no. 2, 1926); 
The Palimpsest (April 1923, March 1952, Mav/Iune 1983); 
and The Iowan (no. 1, 1947). A complete bibliography is 
available from the Palimpsest office.
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The massive centerpiece dominates the silver service in size and design. Weighing 40 pounds, it measures 31 inches 
wide and 18 inches high, and comprises three parts: a flower vase, a shallow fruit howl, and candelabra. On the flower 
vase, the engraved words "Presented to the Battle-Ship Iowa hy the State of Iowa July 19th 1897" are bordered by ears 
of corn. (See close-up on front cover). Details of the fruit howl appear on the previous page. Side candelabra are topped 
with silver filigree shades over red frilled cloth. Liners of isinglass (mica) protect the cloth from the flames. The ivory- 
colored celluloid candle holders are replacements (about 1902). The holders are “self-feeding : a spring device inside 
the cylinder pushes the candle upward as it burns away.
4
t
Photos by Chuck Greiner
A Brief History 
of the USS Iowa
1897: The USS Iowa is commissioned as the 
nation’s first seagoing Battleship. The contractor 
wins a $200,000 prize because the ship’s speed is 
seventeen knots, a full knot above specifications. 
During the Spanish-American War the Iowa 
helps destroy the Spanish fleet at Santiago de 
Cuba and rescue Spanish sailors and officers.
World War I: The USS Iowa is overshadowed 
by larger and more powerful ships, and is rele­
gated to training and coastal defense.
1922: Construction begins on a modern replace­
ment, but under the 1923 Washington Con­
ference for Limitation of Naval Armament, 
construction is halted and the completed keel is 
sold for scrap.
1923: The original USS Iowa sinks after being 
used as a target ship.
1938: Congress approves construction of a fast 
class of battleships known as the “Iowa Class.”
1943: Begun in 1940, the new USS Iowa is com­
missioned. Maneuverability and speed (over 
thirty knots) are its strong points. It holds 3,000 
sailors and officers. It transports President Roo­
sevelt to North Africa to Allied meetings, and 
supports shore bombardments and anti-aircraft 
gunnery' in the Pacific Theater.
1953: Decommissioned in 1949, the ship is 
recalled to support United Nations troops in 
Korea and remains in serv ice until 1958, when it 
is mothballed.
1984: The USS Iowa is reactivated.
1990: After an explosion in 1989, the USS Iowa 
is decommissioned.
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by George H. Lobdell
A S CHRISTMAS 1944 approached, the people of Algona, Iowa, prepared to celebrate the yuletide season with mixed emotions. The happy holiday 
mood of earlier, peacetime years on the broad, 
rich plains of northwest Iow a was again muted 
by the overriding anxiety almost everyone felt 
as the fourth wartime Christmas neared. There 
was concern for Algona s sons and daughters 
who were serv ing in every theater of World 
W ar II. In addition, the war had taken a grim 
turn in Europe. Hitler s forces had struck sud­
denly at the American lines in Belgium, and 
the week before Christmas Allied troops had 
suffered reverses in the Battle of the Bulge.
Algonans would have been even more anx­
ious if they had known that a wartime crisis of 
another sort was developing just three miles
Left: A Major Hutton makes an inspection tour on skis at 
the Algona camp for German prisoners of war.
w'est of their community, where a prisoner-of- 
war camp was the internment and processing 
center for captured German soldiers.
Just a year before, construction workers had 
been swarming over the 287-acre site, com­
pleting more than 170 buildings in what was 
now a veritable small city. The buildings were 
grouped into roughly four sections: the hospital 
area, a recreation area, the garrison area for 
Americans, and the stockade (which occupied 
about two-fifths of the camp site). Each of three 
compounds inside the stockade could hold up 
to a thousand prisoners of war (POWs). About 
260 Americans assigned to the post occupied 
the garrison area. A 148-bed hospital served 
both prisoners and American soldiers.
The Algona camp served as a base camp. 
During its two years of existence, an estimated 
ten thousand captured Germans would be pro­
cessed at the base camp. After processing, the 
POWs were assigned to various branch camps
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in Iowa, Missouri, Minnesota, and the Dako­
tas. When free* American labor was scarce, the 
POWs at the base and branch camps became a 
labor pool. POW work details helped cut tim­
ber, detassel corn, harvest peas, sugar beets, 
and potatoes, can foodstuffs in factories, and
C O U R T E SY  THE A U TH O R
Lieutenant Colonel Arthur T. Lobdeli: “1 spent three 
Christmases in German prisoner of war camp work. The 
first getting ready, the second Christmas on the alert to 
prevent a possible break and the third Christmas in an 
atmosphere of peace.”
work on federal projects on the Missouri River.
The POWs provided significant labor in 
these areas, and as a rule thev were hard work- 
ers and easy to manage. The Algona camp com­
mander, who also supervised the branch 
camps, would later acknowledge that the Ger­
mans were well trained in inilitarv courtesy, 
unusually clean,’ and well disciplined. At 
the Algona camp they had their own seventy- 
acre garden, fifteen-piece orchestra, chorus, 
and dramatic club. Indeed, by December 
1944, Algonans had settled into a reasonably 
relaxed and cordial relationship with their 
nearby, albeit unusual, army post with its fif­
teen hundred German prisoners of war.
THEN, THREE DAYS before Christ­mas, the camp commander, Lieutenant Colonel Arthur T. Lobdeli received two tips (one from outside the camp, the 
other from inside) that prisoners were planning 
a mass escape on Christmas.
Lobdeli, a World War I veteran, and a for­
mer Nebraska highway engineer, was known as 
a firm but not harsh commander. Bv now hey
was used to coping with the many problems ofa 
prisoner-of-war camp. Since he had arrived at 
Algona in June 1944, eight escapes had oc­
curred. Each escape involved only one or two 
POWs at a time, however, and no one had been 
at large more than five days. These were minor 
episodes when compared with the prospect of 
an organized breakout of a large number of 
Germans.
Lobdeli and his staff had little doubt that the 
threat was real. They estimated that at least 20 
percent of the POWs were dedicated Nazis 
who were capable of planning a major escape. 
They knew, too, that the Germans’ morale had 
been boosted by the news of Hitler’s successes 
in the Battle of the Bulge. The Americans were 
guarding their prisoners under a policy ex­
plicitly described as “calculated risk ; they 
used the smallest number of soldiers possible 
to manage the captives, about one American to 
twentv or twenty-five Germans. Therefore, it 
was imperative that measures to thwart an
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A flag-lowering ceremony at the Algona base camp, 1945. About 10,000 POYVs were processed through the camp during 
its existence; most were sent on to branch camps supervised by the Algona commander Arthur T. Lobdell.
uprising be designed carefully and secretly. 
The commander wanted to avoid alarming the 
community, tipping off the planners of an 
escape, and endangering other prisoners from 
retaliation if the planners suspected a leak.
A LTHOUGH Lobdell intended to use force if necessary to prevent an escape, no preparations were evident. Out­wardly, camp routine did not seem to 
change. POW work details off the post con­
tinued as usual. In both the stockade and the 
garrison, preparations continued for a pleasant 
celebration of the Christmas season. The two 
evergreens at the camp entrance and two 
Christmas trees in front of the post theater- 
chapel twinkled with colored lights. A local
newspaper, The Kossuth County Advance, 
printed a photograph of 
foot-wide crecheTTHTTiby a German POW. On 
December 22, twelve German actors sup­
ported by a forty-voice choir gave four per­
formances of a Christmas pageant for their 
fellow POWs.
Saturday afternoon, the 23rd, a Christmas 
party complete with a Santa Claus was held in 
the Officers’ Club for the children of Americans 
stationed there. The next day, Christmas Eve, 
officers and enlisted men and their families 
enjoyed a Christmas dinner at the club.
After the meal, however, the women and 
children were escorted quickly off the post. All 
married officers and enlisted men living in 
Algona (the camp lacked housing for these men 
and their families) were ordered to remain in 
camp that Sunday and for several days after­
ward. Because these men were directed to say
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A POVV works in a truck garden. The county- agricultural 
agent in Crooks ton, Minnesota, acknowledged that with­
out POVV labor, 90 percent of the potato and sugar beet 
crop would “still be in the ground. Farmers were well 
satisfied."
absolutely nothing to their families about the 
crisis, their wives and children were baffled 
and upset at having to spend Christmas Day 
alone. Some complained to Colonel Lobdell’s 
daughter, Jean Harrington, who was living in 
Algona with her father and mother while her 
husband served in the South Pacific. But Lob- 
dell, obeying his own order of secrecy, had 
shared nothing with his daughter, so she could 
not give the unhappy women any explanation 
for the absence of their husbands.
At the camp, the guards off duty were orga­
nized into rifle squads and kept on the alert in 
their barracks and in the guard building. The 
guard towers around the camp were fully 
manned, and patrols around the compounds
were ordered to inspect the chain link and 
barbed wire fences carefully.
A heavy machine gun had been set up inside 
post headquarters, and another concealed in a 
nearby building. The first gun was sighted to 
fire across the street and into the theater- 
chapel, a building outside the stockade but 
used by the POWs on occasion.
The Americans believed that if any large- 
scale breakout occurred, it would happen as 
the POWs were leaving their Christmas Eve 
midnight service in the theater-chapel. “We 
had previously given permission to the Ger­
mans for separate sen ices, first Protestant and 
followed by Catholic on Christmas Eve in the 
American chapel,’ Lobdell wrote some 
months later. Lobdell didn’t intend to revoke 
that permission. But he did intend for any 
plotters of an escape to realize at the last min-
This photograph is labeled only “Capt. of German 
Army.” Note the letters PW on the pants of the man on 
the left.
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POWs from the branch camp at Fairmont, Minnesota, pack crates. In 1945 alone, 430 POWs also helped pack 900,000 
cans of corn for Marshall Canning Co. plants in Marshalltown, Grundy Center, YV'averly, Hampton, Ackley, and 
Roland, Iowa. “Manpower has certainly been a problem this year,” a company executive wrote Lobdell. “We could have 
used conveniently more prisoners of war than we have on contract.”
ute that a breakout would be met forcefully. 
His intentions were carried out.
We used Germans for firing our stoves in 
camp, the colonel recorded, “and when the 
German fireman came into headquarters just 
before midnight, . . .  he saw our machine gun 
mounted in the dark with an American Crew 
around it. Lobdell continued, It should be 
said to the credit of that German soldier that he 
stoked his two fires, looked us over, said noth­
ing, went out and over to the American chapel 
where the Germans were having their meet­
ing. We figured that was the best way ofgetting 
across to the Germans our preparations in case 
they had anything planned.
The colonel was right. The message was 
apparently delivered. When the midnight 
service was over, the prisoners filed out of the 
theater-chapel, lined up in their regular forma­
tions, and then marched peacefully back to 
their compounds. The crisis was over.
HAD GERMAN prisoners actually con­spired to escape from Algona’s camp? The evidence is mostly circumstan­tial. Nazi troublemakers would have 
enjoyed creating a disturbance on the Ameri­
can home front at the same time their comrades 
in Belgium were enjoying success in the Battle 
of the Bulge. Near Phoenix, Arizona, that 
Christmas Eve, twenty-five German navy 
POWs did escape through a cleverly dug tun­
nel and caused a great deal of anxiety and 
excitement in the Southwest. Other POW 
camps also reported disturbances.
The best piece of direct evidence of an 
Algona escape plan came to light the day after 
Christmas. An American guard, Private First 
Class George L. Jobe, voluntarily reported: 
On the morning of the 26th of December 
about 0745 to 0800 I was in the latrine . . .  I 
overheard a conversation held by four (4) 
P.W.[s]. Jobe had heard one prisoner ask,
ORIGINAL f r o m  a l g o n a  nativity s c c n e
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POWs stack wood at the Algona base camp, June 1945. Fifteen percent of the POVV’s processed through Algona worked 
as loggers from Minnesota branch camps. From a POYV letter home: “Work is the best medicine and sometimes I even 
have the feeling that the time of captivity will not pass by completely useless."
“Why didn’t anything happen? Another had 
replied, They would have killed all of us.’ 
Neither Private Jobe nor anyone else knew 
that by the time he wrote his brief report, a 
conversation of a different nature had taken 
place — one that would portend a dramatically 
different Christmas season in 1945.
O N CHRISTMAS DAY — the morning after the midnight crisis — Lobdell and some of his staff made an inspec­tion tour through the stockade. In the 
hospital the Algona Garden Club had provided 
small evergreen wreaths tied with red ribbons 
for each patient’s breakfast tray. Then, in one 
POW mess hall, the colonel came upon the 
unusual crèche that had appeared the week 
before in The Kossuth County Advance. He
was impressed by both its artistry and its Chris­
tian devotion. He asked to speak to the Ger­
man soldier responsible for the display and was 
introduced to Sergeant Eduard Kaib. At the 
time neither man could have foreseen the for­
mal but gentle friendship that would develop 
between them.
Twentv-seven-vear-old Eduard Kaib had
# #
been, in his own words, the chief of decora­
tion for a department store in Hirschberg, 
Silesia, when he was drafted into the German 
army in 1939. As a wireless operator, he was 
wounded during the Stalingrad campaign. 
Kaib was sent to France to recuperate and was 
captured near Cannes in August 1944, when 
the Americans invaded southern France. 
W hen he arrived at the Algona, Iowa, camp in 
September, he was so ill with gastric ulcers that 
he was hospitalized immediately.
According to the Geneva Convention gov­
erning the treatment of prisoners of war, ser-
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géants and soldiers of higher rank could not he 
required to work. But Kaib volunteered for 
light duty while he was recuperating and put to 
use his civilian talents as a commercial artist. “I 
helped embellish the church and camp, he 
wrote years later, “and when Christmas [1944] 
was near, I decorated the dining room with the 
Christmas tree and small nativity scene.
If he thought of his twelve-foot-wide crèche 
as small,” it was because he already had in 
mind a similar, but much larger project, should 
he still be in Algona during the next Christmas 
season. He described his new plan to Captain 
Gunnar A. Norgaard, the American assistant 
executive officer in charge of recreational and 
cultural activities for the prisoners. Captain 
Norgaard then shared Kaib s ideas with 
Lobdell.
S ome time later, Kaib remembered, Lobdell called me into his office and we had a long talk there. During this conversation, Kaib outlined his ideas 
for a larger, more elaborate nativity scene for 
Christmas 1945. To his delight he found the 
colonel was not only interested but strongly 
supportive. Kaib prepared a detailed proposal.
Kaib s planning sketch depicted a circular 
¿uschauerraum or audience area, surrounded 
by a Stadt Scene (town scene) on the left, the 
Krippen Scene (manger scene) in the center, a 
Schäfer Scene (shepherd scene) to the immedi­
ate right, and Hlg. 3 Könige mit Orientl. 
Gefolge (the Magi with Middle Eastern reti­
nue) coming from the far right. Kaib had 
designed this magnificent diorama for a room 
forty feet wide, thirty-three feet deep, and 
twelve feet high. The seventy-five figures were 
to be one-half life size and include thirty-three 
people, four angels, and thirty-eight animals.
Lobdell shared Kaib s proposal with others 
on his staff, especially the chaplain, Captain 
Traugott G. Herbener. Herbener, an Ameri­
can Lutheran pastor, spoke German, and this 
ability coupled with his religious interest in 
Kaib s project made him a valuable champion
of the enterprise. He and Norgaard would earn 
special thanks from Kaib for their support 
when the nativity scene was completed.
Understanding that the project would be 
expensive, and knowing that army regulations 
forbade Kaib’s use of government funds, Lob­
dell made it clear from the beginning that 
money for the undertaking had to come from 
the Germans’ own savings. POWs earned only 
eighty cents credit a day and could not be paid 
in cash. Their earnings accumulated in trust
Captain Gunnar Norgaard (right) was an American 
officer in charge of cultural and recreation programs for 
POWs. Kaib had confided his plan for a much larger 
scene to Norgaard, who then shared it with Lobdell.
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accounts and could be exchanged for coupons 
good for purchases in their canteens, or they 
could authorize donations to approved projects 
and causes. Kaib and many other POWs gave 
generously to the nativity scene project.
Financial support also came from another 
source — the prisoners’ canteens. Modeled 
after the U.S. Army’s post exchanges, the can­
teens were handled by POWs who had run
0
businesses in Germany. The POWs exchanged 
coupons for items such as toothbrushes, razor 
blades, playing cards, soda pop, 3.2 beer (when 
available), and snacks. Canteens earned a mod­
est profit, and the Geneva Convention had 
directed that such money be used for the bene- 
fit of the captives. A board of American officers 
and German POWs who supervised the dis­
bursement of canteen funds endorsed Kaib’s
Observations of a POW Camp Commander
Note: In these excerpts from a 1946 speech man­
uscript, Colonel Arthur T. Lobdell provided more 
details of the Algona POW camp he commanded.
For two and a half years I was commanding officer 
of German prisoner of war camps in Iowa, Min­
nesota and the Dakotas. At the beginning of each 
camp we established the following policies:
. . . Every American must absolutely control the 
P.W.’s. The American is to give the orders, the 
P.W. is to obey or be punished. The prisoners from 
Algona, who would later return to Germany, would 
judge the U.S.A. by the way they were treated at 
Algona.
Each American to he dignified, fair, cold, mili­
tary and efficient in handling P.W.’s with no frater­
nizing permitted. Every P.W. was to work every' 
working day and have every' hour of his day filled in 
either with work, studies or recreation and religious 
services on Sunday.
. . . Most of the Americans treated their job with 
dignity, neither fraternizing with the Germans nor 
maintaining a cocked gun attitude. They simply did 
a good job treating their prisoners as soldiers and 
maintaining to the letter those international laws 
which govern our activities. . . .
. . . Most of the Germans preferred hard routine 
manual labor, 10 to 12 hours a day. We had one 
camp in Clinton, Iowa that worked around the clock 
. . . with two shifts, each 12 hours, handling 11 
different kinds of products each in 100 lb. sacks. In 
the north woods the prisoners w'orked winter and 
summer and only stopped when it got below' 45 
degrees below zero; when the axes got too brittle to 
use. . . .
Anti Nazis — In July, 1944 I had my first request 
from behind the barbed wire from a P.W. claiming
to be anti-Nazi. . . .  He gave me the names of three 
other P.W.’s, and we soon had 12 from behind the 
barbed wire. . . . Once outside the P.W.’s could 
not go back for fear of violence by the Nazis. . . . 
[These and other anti-Nazis were later taken to Bird 
Island, a camp in western Minnesota.]
S.S. — In a shipment of P.W.’s to our camp in the 
winter of 1945 there were 91 S.S. troops. Most of 
these had been tatooed under their right arm pit.
This tatoo was their mark of authority over all Ger-0
mans. The tatoo gave their individual blood type 
and assured them of first treatment if wounded. 
Some said it also had to do with their mating with 
S.S. women and the production of S.S. children for 
the permanent governing body in the Nazi plan. 
The S.S. controlled an organization of about 
2,000,000 men and women. Its word was law in 
Germany. . . .
The attitude of these S.S. men was insolent and 
insubordinate and it wras evident that the P.W.’s in 
our camp stood in fear of these new arrivals. . . .  I 
lined [the S.S.] up . . . and offered w'ork. No one 
accepted so I placed them on a restricted diet 
of bread and water . . . under the rule “no w'ork, 
no eat.’ . . .
Military Characteristics— . . . Living 50 in a 
barracks 20 x 100’ it was necessary' that [the Ger­
man prisoners] he well-disciplined which they 
were. Many of the German prisoners had been in 
service for 10 years and barracks life was the only 
life they knew'.
May 8th, 1945 — On that day Germany surren­
dered. Our P.W.’s were generally dejected and 
with shoulders bent forward, heads down they went
about their business. On that dav in our base and
0
branch camps 7 P.W.’s went insane. These were a 
part of the S.S. and Nazi who had never given up
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requests. He spent about eight thousand dol­
lars from individual POW donations and can­
teen profits for material. (Considering that 
POWs earned eighty cents a day, this repre­
sents well over two thousand POWs working a 
six-day week.)
Kaib recruited five other captives with artis­
tic abilities as his helpers. For almost six 
months he and his team sculpted and painted
the scene s seventy-five figures. The human 
and animal statues were constructed of wire 
frames covered with concrete and coated with 
plaster of paris. Features and other details 
were then carv ed in the plaster and each figure 
was painted.
Creating and storing the multitude of figures 
required more space than what was available 
inside the stockade, and so Kaib and his
- 1/ 1/
hope. All 7 were put in straight jackets and were 
brought to our base hospital. 3 recovered and 4 
were immediately shipped back to Germany.
Immediately after V. E. Day we received 378 who 
were on the ocean on V.E. Day. This was the 
sorriest group we ever received. Of the 378 about 
90% were estimated to have been wounded, many 
having been shot both from the front and rear. 
About 30 in the group were badly infected with itch 
and scurvy. Included in the group were 75 young 
boys, many without any hair on their chests, appar­
ently 14 years to 16 years of age and weighing 60 lbs. 
apiece, also 60 old men, 42 of whom had double 
hernias and had to be sewed up before they could 
even do the lightest kinds of work. It was very 
apparent that Germany had scraped the bottom of 
the barrel of manpower and further that their Civil­
ian Army was ineffective. We put the young boys in 
a squad of 7 under an older man and usually worked 
them on K. P. ’s. In their case we put about 30 lbs. of 
weight on them in the next 6 months. . . .
. . . Physically the 10,000 Germans that passed
POWs pause during winter work,
/
x
through our camp returned to Germany in very 
much better condition than when they arrived.
. . . [Regarding their mental condition"] my 
guess is that 15% went back unchanged. The Nazi 
teaching, plus the nearly 200 years of Prussian train­
ing and theory of the super race were not changed 
by their internment. I believe that 1,500 from our 
camp will need careful watching in Germany for 
many years. As for the remaining 8,500 I believe 
that they expressed themselves in the following 
paragraphs of their camp paper [titled Lagerzei- 
tung, written by the POW editor, and later trans­
lated for Lobdell by Gunnar Norgaard or a 
Nebraska university professor.]
We Germans may be glad for two reasons, first 
the frightful massacre of the last decade has come to 
an end and the world is moving again. Whatever 
spasmodic pains in the present toward the past that 
in the future will also give us the possibility to build 
up a quiet, laborous life in moderate limits. Second, 
the United States will get a fabulous prosperity in 
the next few years and therefore, they will be able 
economically to support the destroyed Europe.
Germany has lost the war. Irrevocably and defi­
nitely having understood this hard fact and having 
seen the chance of a total world victory' by the Nazi 
system collapse we may call ourselves lucky finding 
the powers of the universe in the hands of the 
democracies, for only these are the guarantees that 
the immense energies will not be applied for world 
destroying conquests. Our lives depend upon that. 
All Germans feeling freedom of fear the most pre­
cious of the four freedoms will agree with our 
statement.
“Germany has lost the war, but it had to lose it to 
clear the way to the closed resources of the German 
spirit and German inwardness. If this will give the 
German people a respect ofothersf] rights we shall 
be able to establish a German kind of democracy, 
but the way there is stony and long, long______ ”
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The nativity scene as it first appeared at Christmas 1945. The photo was part of a souvenir folder.
assistants were put on the honor system and 
allowed to work in the American garrison sec­
tion. A storage building for sports equipment 
became Kaib’s studio and storehouse.
As November 1945 drew to a close, the Ger­
man sergeant and his five helpers turned their 
final attention to the display area. Lobdell had 
provided an empty warehouse for the diorama. 
Although Kaib modified his plan to fit the ware­
house, the display was much as he had origi­
nally visualized it. Indeed, in many ways, it 
was more elaborate than most supporters had 
anticipated.
WHEN THE nativity scene was com­pleted, Kaib wrote a brief narrative, A Little Guide Through the Christ­mas Scene. He labored to find the 
proper English words and sentence structure 
for his German thoughts, and in somewhat 
awkward yet eloquent prose, he expressed 
what he hoped his audience would see and feel. 
He began, "The Christmas star — fourteen feet
high [above the manger] — like the star of 
Bethlehem, its light beams through the 
darkness and attracts the people from nearby 
and far away to visit the Christmas scene. This 
object [scene] has been performed [built] by 
German prisoners of war . . . from their own 
earningsf.] It is supposed to testify [to] the 
artist’s will to create even in . . . [his] gravest 
hours.
First the visitor sees the oil picture at the 
gate [entrance] and then comes into a room 
illuminated by a mild blue light,’ Kaib con­
tinued. He hears the sound of bells and harps 
and his heart is impressed . . . [as] he listens 
devotionallv and he [views] . . . the nativity 
scene which represents the soul ol the work, 
fhe Son of God lies in a straw-covered crib, 
born as mankind. On both sides of the crib are 
Marie and Joseph and praying shepherds.
The diorama was truly impressive. Columns 
and arches divided the low, semi-circular stage 
into three parts. The manger scene was the 
focal point of the large, central section. Lead­
ing camels and servants, the Wise Men 
approached from the left against a dim sil­
houette of Bethlehem. On the right, amidst 
grazing sheep, a small stream flowed down
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from the hills and tumbled over a miniature 
waterfall. Angels hovered above the manger, 
and startled shepherds gazed at a star-filled 
sky. Christmas music could be heard in the 
background.
Out of the interior of the mountain, Kaib’s 
narrative concluded, it sounds like the voice 
of angels: silent night, holy night. . . ‘Gloria in 
excelsis deo. Angels sang this song of love and 
peace the first time in the Christmas of Beth­
lehem long, long ago. But every year at the 
same time this message of heaven is being 
heard by millions of people. And peace on 
earth to the men of good will. ”
When the nativity scene was ready, Kaib 
commented to Lobdell that the star of Beth-
Eduard Kaib poses with two figures from the nativity 
scene during summer 1945. Years later, Kaib remarked 
about the scene, “I made that at the darkest time of my 
life.’ Below: Kaib s original layout.
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lehem was "inviting the people of the Algona 
community' to visit the scene” and the colonel 
agreed. The camp public relations officer 
issued a press release announcing times for 
public viewing and quoting the camp com­
mander. It is a well established fact, Lobdell 
said, "that the German people before the time 
of Hitler were deeply religious and regarded 
the Christmas season as one of the great 
religious periods of the church year. The 
Kossuth County Advance published a front­
page photograph of the diorama and declared 
that it was "probably one of the greatest Christ­
mas scenes to be ever shown in Algona.
Nearly two thousand people from Algona 
trooped through wretched weather to the 
remodeled warehouse. Another fifteen hun­
dred came from other Iowa towns and coun­
ties, and over a hundred viewers came from 
other states. Local ministers and a Catholic 
priest held brief worship services at the scene. 
How different this Christmas was from Christ­
mas Eve 1944, when American guards huddled 
tensely around machine guns in anticipation of 
a mass escape by German POWs.
BY THE TIME the nativity scene opened that December, the war with Germany had been over for half a year, and the surrender of Japan was three 
months past Algona s newspapers carried 
accounts of the homecoming of its sons and 
daughters, and the first peacetime Christmas 
in five years was celebrated in a joyful and 
relaxed fashion.
At the POW camp, however, the season was 
filled with feverish activity. Lobdell had re-
0
ceived word that all the prisoners would soon 
be sent to ports of embarkation and the camp 
would be closed early in 1946.
What would become of Eduard Kaih’s 
impressive Christmas diorama? A department 
store in Chicago offered to buy it. A nearby 
college asked that it be donated to its campus. 
Many in Algona hoped it could stay in the
community.0
Lobdell left the decision to Kaib, his help­
ers, the German Lutheran chaplain Alex
Funke, and the POW spokesperson. Sergeant 
Ereidrich Henkel. The group recommended 
unanimously that the display should remain in 
Algona if proper arrangements for its preserva­
tion and care could be made. Thev wanted
0
their Iowa hosts to remember them through 
this memorial to peace, produced as a result of 
a painful wartime experience.
Algona’s citizens responded quickly. The 
Junior Chamber of Commerce, the Javcees, 
volunteered to relocate the scene to a building 
donated bv the Kossuth Countv Fair Board and 
promised to exhibit it during the Christmas 
seasons to come. Kaib and his colleagues were 
delighted and imposed only one condition — 
no admission should ever be charged to view 
the work. In January 1946, German POWs and 
Algona Jaycees moved the scenery and heavy 
figures to their new location (each camel alone 
weighed more than five hundred pounds).
Bv mid-Februarv all of the Germans were/  0
gone from the Algona camp. So were most of 
the Americans. Lobdell turned the camp over 
to an engineer officer who presided over the 
sale of surplus property. By June, almost all of 
the camp's buildings were demolished. 
Algona s direct experience with its prisoner-of- 
war camp was at an end. The continued pres­
ence of the elaborate nativity scene, however, 
kept alive the memory of the camp long after 
the site was transformed into an airport.
Kaib s nativity scene is still housed on the0
Kossuth County Fairgrounds and is opened to 
the public each Christmas season (see box on 
page 184). In 1958 the Men’s Club of the First 
United Methodist Church assumed the
NOTE ON SOURCES
This article is based largeb on documents from the Arthur 
T Lobdell manuscript collection, in the possession ol the 
author Other major sources include the author s conver­
sations and correspondence with Wes Bartlett, Jean Har­
rington, A T Lobdell, Gunnar Norgaard, and Dick 
Norton Madeline Summitt made available written infor­
mation by Eduard Kaib, which he had sent to students 
Angie Heldorferand Sharon Kadow for their 1985 History 
Da> project at St Johns Grade School, Bancroft, Iowa. 
Clippings, letters, and photos displayed in the Nativity 
Scene building in Algona provided additional informa­
tion. An annotated cop\ of the original manuscript is in 
Palimpsest production files.
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t
( aptor and captive visit reads the caption from the 
December 30. 1968, Algona Kossuth County Advance. 
That Christmas, Lobdell (left) and Kaib (right) were 
reunited. Algonans raised money so Kaib and his family 
could travel from Germany to Algona.
responsibility for the nativity scene and five 
years later they built a new building for it on 
the fairgrounds.
Over the years it has attracted tens of thou­
sands of visitors from all fifty states and many 
foreign countries. Brief articles about the 
diorama have appeared in several American 
newspapers and magazines. In 1953, a United 
States Information Agency official wrote Dick 
) Norton, an Algona Jaycee member, that the 
f SIA planned to use the story of the Algona 
nativity scene “through newspaper, pam­
phlets, pictures, posters, and displays in 82 
countries of the world.’ In 1945 neither the 
German sergeant nor his American camp com­
mander could have foreseen the durable popu­
larity and quiet influence of the remarkable 
display.
DUARD KAIB and Arthur Lobdell 
corresponded for some years after the 
[  war, and the colonel and iiis wife, Betty, 
sent the Kaibs care packages from time 
to time. The postwar years were difficult for the
German veteran. When he had returned to 
Germany, Kaib reported that my wife and my 
little daughter had fled [from Silesia] from the 
Russian Army, leaving all the goods we had 
owned behind.’ Within two years his wife died 
of cancer, leaving him to raise his daughter 
Marita alone. Four years later he remarried 
and became the father of two more children, 
Norbert and Cornelia. He settled in Bielfeld, 
West Germany, and eventually prospered as 
an architect and the proprietor of a small fac­
tory producing plastic advertising items.
Lobdell was honorably discharged from the 
army in February' 1946, and returned to his 
office in Lincoln, Nebraska, as administration 
engineer for the state’s Department of Roads 
and Irrigation. In 1950 he suffered a stroke, but 
he recovered months later and continued serv­
ing as a highway department official until his 
retirement in 1965.
During the years after the war, several 
Algona citizens had corresponded with Kaib, 
and the Jaycees had sent Christmas parcels to 
him. In 1968, several Algonans raised money to 
bring the Kaib family to Iowa during the 
Christmas season and invited the Lobdells to 
join the celebration. Twenty-three years after 
the nativity scene was first displayed, Eduard 
Kaib and Arthur Lobdell met again in Algona.
There, surrounded by the peaceful farm­
lands and friendly people of northwest Iowa, 
the retired American colonel and the former 
German sergeant spent several pleasant hours 
reminiscing about their time together on either 
side of the wire fences of the old prisoner-of- 
war camp. Eduard Kaib’s wish in 1945 — for 
peace on earth to the men of good will — 
seemed to have become a reality as he and the 
former commanding officer celebrated Christ­
mas together for the last time in Algona.
For a closer look 
at the nativity scene, 
please turn the page.
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The Algona Nativity Scene
The nativity scene is open to the public from the first Sunday in December 
through December 31. Weekdays and Saturdays: 2 to 9 p.m. Sundays and Christ­
mas Day: noon to 9 p . m . December 31: 2 to 6 p . m . The display is housed in the 
Kossuth County Fairgrounds in Algona. There is no admission charge. For more 
information, contact Wes Bartlett of the Men’s Club of the First United Methodist 
Church in Algona.
The Palimpsest thanks Wes Bartlett for allowing us to photograph the scene and 
for sharing his own thoughts about it. As he remarked, “The most meaningful 
thing is that during a time of military conflict, those we considered our enemy and 
who were our prisoners wanted to create a symbol of peace. "
Color photos by Chuck Greiner
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Stereo views. See Stereography 
Stevens, John, 117, 127, 129 
Stinson. Harry, 48 
Strasen, A. R . 92 
Street 6c Smith, 101-2, 105-6 
Storm Lake (Iowa), 110 
Sullivan, Eugene C , 37 
Sumner, Abigail (Clark), 19-21 
Sumner. Charles, 19 
Sumner. Edward Culver, 19-21 
Sumner, Friendly. See Lucas, Friendly 
Sumner, Horatio Nelson. 22, 28. 30, 31 
Sumner, Minerva (Lucas), 20, 22, 25, 27, 
28. 31
Supreme Court in territorial Iowa, 2-5 
"Suspicion of Disloyalty Silas Totten, 
Beleaguered University President, 
1859-1862, bv Anne Beiser Allen, 
50-61
Sutton, P. M., 127
Suydam. F P (pseudonym). See Martin, 
Henry
“A Tale of Two Christmases at the Algona 
Prisoner-of-War Camp, by George 
H Lobdell, 170-88 
Territorial Iowa, 2-5, 18-31 
Thompson, Nate, 122, 127 
Tinnian, Raymond M , The Rains­
bargers Revisited County Crisis and 
Historical Mystery, 112-32, biog. of, 
following 144
Tinsley, McBroom and Higgins iDes 
Moines), 35, 46 See also McBroom, 
Leland A
Totten, Alfred, 52. 54, 58 
Totten, Anna. 52, 54 , 60 
Totten, Helen, 52, 54, 60 
Totten, Mary, 52, 54, 58-59 
Totten, Mary' (Isham), 52, 58. 60 
Totten, Richard, 52, 54, 56-60 
Totten, Silas, 50-61, portrait of, 51. letter 
by, 59
Triangle Auto Supply Store (Iowa City), 
148. 149
Trinity Church (Iowa City), 54, 56 
Trinity College (Hartford, Connecticut), 
52. 61
Turkey Grove (Iowa), 109 
Turkey River. 82. photo of, 68 
Turner, Dan. 124
Underwood, Myron, 123-24, 126, 128; 
image of, 123
Union College (Schenectadv, New York), 
52
University of Iowa (Iowa City), 50, 54-61, 
image of, 53
University of Virginia (Charlottesville, 
Virginia), 52-53
"The USS Iowa Silver Service Comes 
Home,” by William M Johnson, 
161-69
Victor, Orville. 104
Victonan period housing, 157-58. leisure 
activities, 65. 104-5 
Voting, 133-44
Waechter, F W\, 8
Washington College. See Trinity College 
Washington Roller Mills (Pella), 8 
Waterman. S. T., 121, 130, 131 
Wear, Francis, 85; photo of, 84 
Wear, Frank. 84-88, photo of. 84 
Wear, Loyola, 85, 88; photo of, 84 
Wear. Mary See Briggs, Mary Wear 
Wear, Nora, 85-88; photo of, 84 
Wear. Walter. 85; photo of, 84 
Weaver, S. M., 127 
Webber, Philip E , “Crossing Colony 
Lines: Moves by Two Families from 
Pella to the Amana Colonies in the 
1860s, 6-17; biog. of, following 48 
Wegmuller. Jake, 153 
Well drilling: photo of, 78 
Wells, D Franklin, 56; image of, 55 
West, Joshua, 116-17 
Western House (Steamboat Rock), 116 
Whitney, Ed, 117
Wilcox, William Vance, 124, 127, 129 
Williams, James, 82 
Wilson. George (Iowa governor), 95 
Winkler, Karl, 39, 44, 46 
Wiota (Iowa), 106 (caption), 109, 110 
Women education. 60-61, in territorial 
Iowa, 18-31, as voters, 138, 139. See 
also Domestic life 
Wood, Grant, 34, 37 
Woods, Ada, 30 
Woods, James W., 2, 3 
Work Projects Administration, 91 
World WTar II. 89-96, poster, 93.
prisoners of war, 170-88 
"World War II Comes to Davenport, by 
Georce William McDaniel, 89-96 
W P Soash Land Co. (Waterloo), 130
Yellow Springs College (Kossuth), 56
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Linda Brown-Link is a librarian at the State Historical 
Society of Iowa. Since 1990 she has lived in a stone cottage 
built by Howard Moffitt.
William Nl. Johnson is a museum curator at the State 
Historical Society of Iowa. He curated the current State 
Historical Building exhibits "Home Again The USS Iowa 
Silver Service, "Memories of the Pacific, and The 
Delicate Balance: Human Values and Iowa’s Natural 
Resources. His areas of expertise include natural his­
tory. transportation, and armament.
George H. I^obdell is an emeritus professor of history He 
taught at Ohio University', Athens, from 1955 to 1986, 
specializing in twentieth-century U.S. history, and the 
l  S. in World War II A retired lieutenant colonel in the 
United States Army Reserve, he is the nephew of Arthur 
T. Lobdell. the commanding officer of the Algona POW 
camp in World War 11 George Lobdell is planning a book 
about the camp and its commanding officer.
Phil Miller earned a master’s degree in sculpture at the 
l niversity of Iowa. A long-time resident of Iowa City, he 
owned a Moffitt house for five years. He currently lives in 
Greensboro, North Carolina, where he works in the 
sculpture department at the University of North Car- 
olina-Greensboro.
Jan Nash is an architectural historian/historian working as 
a preservation consultant in Iowra. She recently com­
pleted a National Register of Historic Places historic dis­
trict nomination for the five Muscatine Avenue (Iowa 
City) stone cottages built by Howard Moffitt.
Jeff Schabilion is a professor of botany at the University of 
Iowa. He is a member of the board of directors of Iowa 
Citys friends of Historic Preservation, Inc., and has 
lived in a Moffitt stone cottage for ten years.
Compilers of yearly index:
Sonia DeLuca is an editorial assistant at the State Histor­
ical Society' oi Iowa She is an undergraduate majoring in 
African-American world studies at the University of Iowa.
Marjorie Levine served as an editorial assistant at the 
State Historical Society of Iowa. She is a graduate student 
in history at the University' of Iowa.
CORRECTIONS_____________________
In the Fall Palimpsest, the photos on page 120 are 
switched. The caption should have referred to Ash Noyes 
on the left and Henry Huff on the right. On page 141, All 
Landon is misidentified as a Republican. He was a Demo­
crat. We regret these errors.
MORE ON IOWA HISTORY__________
Local history for kids: Recent winner of a Parents’ Choice 
Award, The Goldfinch highlights Doing Local History in 
its Winter 1992 issue. Using Council Bluffs, Jefferson, 
and Waterloo as case studies, the magazine for 9- to 13- 
year-olds asks kids to explore their own communities. 
Readers will also learn how to interpret photographs, do 
oral histories, use local resources, and explore local archi­
tecture. Price: single copy, $3.00 plus $1 postage. Sub­
scriptions; $10 ($9 for Active Society members).
Rural and urban history: The Winter 1993 Annals of 
Iowa, our scholarly journal, will feature articles on Sioux 
County and Dubuque Brian Beltman relates the experi­
ences of a Dutch-Ainerican family in northwestern Iowa 
that has owned the same farmland since they immigrated 
in 1877 and adapted ethnic traditions, particularly as they 
passed the land from one generation to another. In 
another article, Ralph Scharnau traces the relationships 
among workers, workplaces, labor unions, and the com­
munity in Dubuque from the lead-mining days of the 
1830s to the recession of the 1980s. Price: single copy, $6 
plus$l postage Subscriptions: $20 ($18 for Active Society 
members).
New index: A valuable new resource for gaining access to 
Iowa’s history is now available. A 208-page cumulative 
index of all the articles and book reviews published in The 
Annals of Iowa from Julv 1947 through Spring 1991 is just 
$14.95.
How to order publications: Specify items and send check 
payable to State Historical Society of Iowa to: Publica- 
tionsSales, SHSI, 402 Iowa Avenue, Iowa City, IA52240, 
or order by phone with your credit card (Visa/Master- 
card): 319-335-3916. The Goldfinch and Annals of Iowa 
are also sold at Reflections of Iowa (the State Historical 
Building gift shop in Des Moines).
SUBMISSIONS______________________
The editor welcomes manuscripts and edited documents 
on the history of Iowa and the Midwest that may interest a 
general reading audience. Submissions that focus on 
visual material (photographs, maps, drawings) or on 
material culture are also invited. Originality and signifi­
cance of the topic, as well as the quality of research and 
writing, will determine acceptance for publication. Man­
uscripts should be typewritten, double-spaced, and fol­
low The Chicago Manual of Style (13th edition) Please 
send two copies. Standard length is within ten to twenty 
manuscript pages, but shorter or longer submissions w'ill 
be considered. Although the Palimpsest presents brief 
bibliographies rather than footnoted articles, footnotes 
should appear in the original submission When using 
newspaper sources, please cite page as well as date of 
issue. Include a brief biographical sketch Because 
illustrative material is integral to the Palimpsest, the edi­
tor encourages authors to include photographs and 
illustrations (or suggestions). Please send submissions or 
queries to Ginalie Swaim, Editor, The Palimpsest, State 
Historical Society of Iowa, 402 Iow-a Avenue, Iowa City, 
Iowa 52240
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Flow ers fill th e  d o o ry a rd  o f th is stone co ttag e , one o f  five cottages 
c lu s te red  on M uscatine  A venue in Iow a C ity . T h e  co ttages, an d  a t 
least a h u n d re d  m o re  sm all hom es, w e re  bu ilt by  a local b u ild e r 
n am ed  H o w ard  M offitt in the  1920s th ro u g h  the  ’40s. This issue looks 
a t th e  significance o f  th e  sm all hom e, locally an d  nationally .
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